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Topical issues

Learner Resource 9 History of a taboo term

The following is the etymology of the word f*ck (abridged from the Online Etymology Dictionary). In it, the word f*ck is printed with 
standard orthography.

Before you read it, try to explain why this introduction uses ‘f*ck’ even though just a few lines down the uncensored version appears.

fuck (v.)
“to have sexual intercourse with” (transitive), until recently a difficult word to trace in usage, in part because it was omitted as 
taboo by the editors of the original OED when the “F” entries were compiled (1893–97). Johnson also had excluded the word, 
and fuck wasn’t in a single English language dictionary from 1795 to 1965. “The Penguin Dictionary” broke the taboo in the 
latter year.  
 
Written form attested from early 16c.; OED 2nd edition cites 1503, in the form fukkit, and the earliest attested appearance of 
current spelling is 1535 (“Bischops ... may fuck thair fill and be vnmaryit” [Sir David Lyndesay, “Ane Satyre of the Thrie Estaits”]). 
Presumably it is a more ancient word, but one not written in the kind of texts that have survived from Old English and Middle 
English. The word apparently is hinted at in a scurrilous 15c. poem, titled “Flen flyys,” written in bastard Latin and Middle 
English. The relevant line reads: 
Non sunt in celi  
quia fuccant uuiuys of heli

“They [the monks] are not in heaven because they fuck the wives of [the town of ] Ely.” Fuccant is pseudo-Latin, and in the 
original it is written in cipher. The earliest examples of the word otherwise are from Scottish, which suggests a Scandinavian 
origin, perhaps from a word akin to Norwegian dialectal fukka “copulate,” or Swedish dialectal focka “copulate, strike, push,” and 
fock “penis.” 

OED remarks that these “cannot be shown to be related” to the English word. Liberman has this to say:

Germanic words of similar form (f + vowel + consonant) and meaning ‘copulate’ are numerous. One of them is G. ficken. They 
often have additional senses, especially ‘cheat,’ but their basic meaning is ‘move back and forth.’ ... Most probably, fuck is a 
borrowing from Low German.

Fuck was outlawed in print in England (by the Obscene Publications Act, 1857) and the U.S. (by the Comstock Act, 1873). The 
word continued in common speech, however. During World War I: “It became so common that an effective way for the soldier 
to express this emotion was to omit this word. Thus if a sergeant said, ‘Get your ----ing rifles!’ it was understood as a matter of 
routine. But if he said ‘Get your rifles!’ there was an immediate implication of urgency and danger.”

The abbreviation F (or eff) probably began as euphemistic, but by 1943 it was regarded as a cuss word in its own right. In 
1948, the publishers of “The Naked and the Dead” persuaded Norman Mailer to use the euphemism fug. When Mailer later 
was introduced to Dorothy Parker, she greeted him with, “So you’re the man who can’t spell ‘fuck’ “ [The quip sometimes is 
attributed to Tallulah Bankhead]. Hemingway used muck in “For Whom the Bell Tolls” (1940). Related: Fucked; fucking. Fuck-
all “nothing” first recorded 1960. Verbal phrase fuck up “to ruin, spoil, destroy” is attested from c.1916. A widespread group 
of Slavic words (such as Polish pierdolić) can mean both “fornicate” and “make a mistake.” Fuck off attested from 1929; as a 
command to depart, by 1944. Egyptian legal agreements from the 23rd Dynasty (749–21 B.C.E.) frequently include the phrase, 
“If you do not obey this decree, may a donkey copulate with you!” [Reinhold Aman, “Maledicta,” Summer 1977]. 

fuck (n.)
1670s, “an act of sexual intercourse,” from fuck (v.). From 1874 in coarse slang sense “a woman (considered in sexual terms);” 
from 1929 as something one doesn’t give when one doesn’t care. Flying fuck originally meant “sex had on horseback” and is 
first attested c.1800 in broadside ballad “New Feats of Horsemanship.”

Task: Trace the etymology of other taboo lexis in the English language. Think too about words which are no longer offensive 
(bloody, bugger (arguably), termagant) and see if you can identify why they lost their power to shock.
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